ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
The automobile industry operates in a world of constant change and improvement as automobiles are becoming a necessity of life. The economic progress of some countries are largely supported by the automobile industry (Ghani 2012; Rosli et al. 2014) . In Malaysia, the automobile industry is one of the most important industrial sectors. Nonetheless, this industry is reported to be facing extraordinary challenges due to global competition from foreign brands and the constant changes in customer behaviour (Al-shami et al. 2012) . Hence, there seems to be a need to review the strategic direction and policy for the local automotive sector in the quest to be competitive and to survive in the long run (Zakuan, Mohd Yusof & Mohd Shaharoun 2009 ). Wad and Govindaraju (2011) argued that the Malaysian automotive industries have failed in the areas of industrial upgrading and international competitiveness because of low technological and marketing capabilities. Furthermore, the Malaysian automobile brands are reported to possess inferior quality in reasonable terms (Thanasuta et al. 2009 ), which is a matter of grave concern.
Brand loyalty is an essential component of a company's business strategy and its success (Sahin, Zehir & Kitapçı 2011) . Despite the growing number of empirical studies on brand loyalty towards international and global brands (Nezakati, Kok & Asgari 2011; Sze & Hamid 2012) , to the researcher's knowledge, only a handful of studies have been conducted to understand consumer loyalty towards local brands (Kapferer & Schuiling 2003; Zhang & Schmitt 2001) , especially in Malaysia. Furthermore, as a country with a diversified culture, Malaysia offers an excellent opportunity to conduct research on loyalty towards products or brands (Rezaei, Amin & Khairuzzaman 2014) . A key observation is that Malaysian customers prefer imported automobile brands (Nezakati et al. 2011) .
The lack of a strong brand image has given a continuous challenge to the marketers of local automotive brands in Malaysia. Companies/manufacturers seek various ways to inform consumers about their products and brands (Sarah et al. 2010) . Brand image is identified as a key determinant in influencing brand loyalty (Holly et al. 2012) . However, previous studies on brand image have been directed towards intangible products and retail contexts (Ghazizadeh 2010; Shi & Hjaltaso 2017) . Little research has been undertaken to assess brand image for tangible products. Hence, expanding a brand loyalty model by including brand image is needed not only to enhance the predictive power of the framework (Sondoh et al. 2007 ), but also to provide a good understanding of the determinants that stimulate brand loyalty in the local brand industry. Furthermore, Sondoh et al. (2007) pointed out the lack of brand image studies associated with concrete products and their relationship with loyalty.
The competition for customer loyalty among local branded products is heightened as the markets move towards a higher degree of saturation (Gocek, Kursun & Beceren 2007) . However, it is argued that having an established brand image and brand personality could give a company competitive advantage by producing strongly desirable brand loyalty (Sahin et al. 2011; Sze & Hamid 2012) . To date, there have been a few studies that investigated the linkage between brand image, brand personality, brand trust, and brand loyalty together in an integrated framework (Mabkhot, Salleh & Shaari 2015; Ulusu 2011) . Therefore, this study fills the gap by investigating the essential factors purported to enhance brand loyalty in the Malaysian automobile industry. In the present study, brand image and brand personality are considered to influence brand trust, which are postulated to affect brand loyalty. As there is a lack of studies on the mediating effects of brand trust in the automobile industry, this research also caters to fill this potential gap (Akdeniz Ar & Kara 2014; Al-Hawary 2013) .
LITERATURE REVIEW BRAND LOYALTY
The central role of marketing strategies is the development and maintenance of customer brand loyalty, especially in markets with strong competition, great unpredictability, and decrease in product differentiation (Nawaz & Usman 2011 ). Brand loyalty is a conventional marketing idea that focuses on developing a long-term consumer brand relationship. It has been employed to measure brand equity and successful marketing strategies (Knox & Walker 2003) . As getting new customers can be very expensive for companies, getting loyal customers is in their best interest. This advocates that "brand loyalty is the only basis for enduring profitable growth" (Light 1994: 1) . Brand loyalty is the strength of the brand acquired over time through goodwill and name recognition (Vitez 2013) , which leads to increased sales and higher profit margins against competing brands (Usman et al. 2012) . Oliver (1999: 34) defined loyalty as "a deeply held commitment to rebuy or re-patronize a preferred product or service consistently in the future, despite situational influences and marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching behaviour." Four dimensions of customers' brand loyalty (cognitive, affective, conative, and action). Cognitive loyalty reflected brand attributes, while affective loyalty focused on a positive attitude towards a brand and directed towards brand likeability. Cognitive loyalty referred to strong intentions for future exchange and focuses on the performance aspects of the brand, and action loyalty was a commitment to a specific product and committed to repurchase regardless of the marketing efforts of competitors (Oliver 1997 ). Harris and Goode (2004) pointed out that, affective loyalty is a level which reflects a favourable attitude from the consumers based on a satisfied urge.
BRAND IMAGE (BI)
Brand image is described as "the perceptions and beliefs held by consumers, as reflected in the associations held in the consumer's memory" (Kotler et al. 2009 ). Brand image has a meaning associated by consumers with the brand (David 1991) , which is retained in their minds (Dobni & Zinkhan 1990) . Keller (1993: 3) defined brand image as "perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand associations held in the consumer's memory." It is a summation of brand associations in the memory of consumers which guides them towards brand association and brand perception. Hsieh, Pan and Setiono (2004) showed that brand image can help consumers recognize their needs and satisfaction with a brand. Furthermore, brand image can help customers assemble information, discriminate brands, create positive feelings, and create a cause to buy (David 1991) . Since brand image is a customer's perception of a brand, the aim of companies is to create a strong image of the brand in the minds of consumers. Marketing programs can generate a positive brand image by building a strong link between a brand and its image in the memory of the consumers.
The research key in brand image is to develop and identify the most influential images and strengthen them through subsequent business contacts. Some studies revealed a significant relationship between brand image and brand loyalty (Andreani, Taniaji & Puspitasari The Influence of Brand Image and Brand Personality on Brand Loyalty, Mediating by Brand Trust: An Empirical Study 2012; Sondoh et al. 2007 ) while others did not (Roy & Chakraborti 2015; Zhang et al. 2014 ). There are a limited number of inquiries that have examined the relationship between brand image and brand loyalty in automobile brands.
BRAND PERSONALITY (BP) Aaker (1997) defined brand personality "as a set of human characteristics associated with the brand." The author developed five dimensions of brand personality, which are sincerity, excitement, competence, sophistication, and ruggedness. Brand personality assists in creating a strong brand in many ways. Brand personality can build a relationship between brand and consumers and play a role in self-expression to attract consumers (Aaker David 2011) . Many researches have been done on the effects of brand personality on brand management (Chang & Chieng 2006; Sung & Kim 2010) . However, there is a dearth of research on the relative importance of the dimensions of brand personality that drive brand loyalty (Keller & Lehmann 2006) . This is despite the claims that brand personality promotes consumer preference and brand loyalty (Mengxia 2007) .
Brand personality can predict brand loyalty, according to Louis and Lombart (2010) , who suggested for future studies to look into the effects of brand personality on other consequences, such as loyalty. A conceptual study by Mabkhot et al. (2015) proposed that there is a link between brand personality and brand loyalty. Hence, brand personality is included in this study.
BRAND TRUST (BT)
Brand trust is defined as "the willingness of the average consumer to rely on the ability of the brand to perform its stated function" (Chaudhuri & Holbrook 2001: 82) . The importance of trust has already been illustrated in sustainable relationships between the seller and buyer (Sahin et al. 2011) . It is the trust that makes customers become intimate to a company (Morgan & Hunt 1994) . Trust is created when a company promises to provide quality products to consumers and successfully meets the promise (Nawaz & Usman 2011) .
Scholars have demonstrated that trust is crucial in creating brand loyalty (Morgan & Hunt 1994) . Others indicated that brand trust is a key determinant of attitudinal loyalty and behavioural loyalty (Chaudhuri & Holbrook 2001) . Consumers who trust a brand are more willing to stay loyal to that brand, to purchase new brands introduced under it in new categories or in the existing ones, to pay a superior price for it, and to share the same information about consumers' tastes, behaviour, and preferences. Many scholars have also reviewed the link between brand trust and brand loyalty (Aydin & Özer 2005; Dehdashti, Kenari & Bakhshizadeh 2012) revealed that the most important antecedent of brand loyalty is trust.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES
This study primarily focuses on the major determinants of brand loyalty. Figure 1 illustrates the research framework for this study, showing the independent variables brand image and brand personality, brand trust as a mediator variable, and brand loyalty is dependent variable. Previous researchers have showed that brand image has a positive influence on brand loyalty (Andreani et al. 2012; Hyun & Wansoo 2011) . Past researchers have supported the claim of Keller (1993) that when consumers clearly remember a brand, they are likely to create the brand image of the products (Esch et al. 2006; Schuiling & Kapferer 2004) . Furthermore, the relationship between brand personality and brand loyalty has showed inconsistent results. While some studies revealed a positive influence (Nysveen, Pedersen & Skard 2013; Pinson 2012) , others found no significant effects (Liu et al. 2012) . Despite the inconsistent results, the current study hypothesises that brand personality influences brand loyalty significantly towards local automobile brands. Furthermore, past researchers have indicated that brand image has a positive influence on the customer's trust (Esch et al. 2006; YuShan 2010) . When customers have stronger trust in a brand, they are likely to have a deeply-rooted brand image in their mind (Hyun & Wansoo 2011) . Therefore, this study expects that brand image will enhance trust in the local automobile brands. Sung and Kim (2010) found that brand personality dimensions can increase the levels of brand trust. Similarly, Bouhlel et al. (2011) revealed that brand personality influences trust. Therefore, this study expects that brand personality in local automobile brands will enhance trust. Brand trust is considered a key factor in a long-run relationship with consumers, which leads to enhanced brand loyalty (Mazodier & Merunka 2011) . Although the majority of the studies showed a positive influence of brand trust and brand loyalty, others reported mixed results (Anabila, Narteh & Tweneboah-Koduah 2012; Kuikka & Laukkanen 2012) . Despite the inconsistent findings, this study expects that brand trust will enhance loyalty towards local automobile brands.
Trust is considered a key element in building the associations between consumers and companies.
Several studies have considered the role of brand trust in determining brand loyalty (Chaudhuri & Holbrook 2001; Fournier 1998 ). This study has reinforced the arguments made by several scholars (Hanzaee & Andervazh 2012; Yu-Shan 2010) regarding the important role of brand trust as mediator.
Thus, based on the discussion above, this study expects that brand image and brand personality will enhance brand loyalty towards local automobile brands. Hence, this study assumed the following hypotheses:
H 1 There is a significant positive relationship between brand image (BI) and brand loyalty (BL). H 2 There is a positive and significant relationship between brand personality (BP) and brand loyalty (BL). H 3 There is a significant and positive impact of brand image (BI) on brand trust (BT). H 4 There is a significant positive impact of brand personality (BP) on brand Trust (BT). H 5 There is significant positive impact of brand trust (BT) on brand loyalty (BL). H 6 Brand trust (BT) has a mediating effect on brand image (BI) and brand loyalty (BL). H 7 Brand trust (BT) has a mediating effect on brand personality (BP) and brand loyalty (BL).
METHODOLOGY
The population in this study was all customers of local automobile brands in Malaysia, which is in the northern part of Malaysia. This study applied multistage cluster sampling focusing on the three states in the northern peninsula of Malaysia which are Penang, Kedah, and Perlis. The mall-intercept technique was employed for distributing the survey in 16 supermarkets to maximize the chance of capturing a wide socio-demographic sample. We intercepted every tenth shopping mall customer who was approached to complete the survey (Hair et al. 2008; Sudman 1980) . The participants were asked to evaluate local automotive brands specifically Perodua and Proton. A total of 576 participants voluntarily took part, but 330 completed surveys were used in the actual data analysis.
MEASUREMENTS
All variables were measured on a five-point Likert scale, and Table 1 showed the all constructs, items, and resources." An observable, reflective indicator can be seen as a function of a latent variable (or construct), whereby changes in the latent variable are reflected in changes in observable indicators. However, in formative cases, changes in indicators determine changes in the value of the latent variable (Jarvis, MacKenzie & Podsakoff 2003) . The model of this study is reflective which expected to have high inter-correlations. Also, the very common Cronbach's alpha measures unidimensionality of a scale by inter-correlations. The measure scans literally be said to "reflect" the latent variable. Most personality scales are constructed as reflective (Christophersen & Konradt 2012) . The study adopted a two-step process as suggested by Hair et al. (2014) and Henseler, Ringle and Sinkovics (2009) to assess both the measurement and structural model. The first step involved assessing the measurement model by running the algorithm in SmartPLS 3.0. The result of the assessment of the measurement model shown in Table 2 showed the square root of the average variance extracted, correlation of latent variables, average variance extracted, cronbach's alpha, and composite reliability.
As shown in Table 2 , the fit indices indicated that the measurement model had good convergent validity. Assessing convergent validity was done by examining (AVE) each latent construct. An average variance extracted of greater than 0.50 indicates that the validity of both the construct and the individual variables is high (Hair et al. 2014) . Following the rule of thumb for retaining items with loadings between .50 and .70 (Hair et al. 2014) , it was discovered that out of 45 items, 7 were deleted because they presented loadings below the threshold of 0.50. Thus, in the whole model, only 38 items were retained as they had loadings between 0.663 and 0.959 (see Table  2 ). Therefore, the measurement model was reliable and meaningful to test and assess the structural model.
ASCERTAINING DISCRIMINANT VALIDITY
Discriminant validity were determined by comparing the indicator loadings with other reflective indicators in the cross loading. First, as a rule of thumb for evaluating discriminant validity, Fornell and Larcker (1981) recommended the use of AVE with a score of 0.50 or more. In order to achieve adequate discriminant validity, the square root of the AVE should be greater than the correlations among latent constructs (Fornell & Larcker 1981) .
In Table 3 , the correlations among the constructs were compared with the square root of the average variances extracted (values in boldface). The outcome from SmartPLS 3.0 shows that the square root of the average variances extracted were all greater than the correlations among latent constructs, suggesting adequate discriminant validity (Fornell & Larcker 1981) .
ASSESSMENT OF THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STRUCTURAL MODEL
The section is concerned with the testing of the hypotheses related to the main and mediating effects. This study applies the PLS standard bootstrapping procedure with a number of 5,000 bootstrap samples and 330 cases to assess the significance of the path coefficients (Hair et al. 2014) . Table 4 shows the estimates for the full structural model, which includes all the variables. Hypothesis 1 predicted that brand image is positively related to brand loyalty. The findings in Table 4 revealed a significant positive bond between brand image and brand loyalty (β = 0.101, t = 2.123, p < 0.01), supporting the hypothesis. As illustrated in Table 4 , a non-significant positive relationship between brand personality and brand loyalty was found (β = -0.019, t = 0.277, p > 0.01). Therefore, hypothesis 2 was not supported. Also, no significant positive relationship between brand image and brand trust (β = 0.084, t = 1.559, p > 0.01) was found. Thus, hypothesis 3 was rejected.
For Hypothesis 4, the results indicated a significant positive bond between brand personality and brand trust (β = 0.682, t = 13.314, p < 0.001). Thus, the hypothesis was supported. Hypothesis 5 also received empirical support. The results indicated a significant positive relationship between brand trust and brand loyalty (β = 0.428, t = 5.562, p < 0.001). Table 4 demonstrates that brand trust failed to mediate the relationship between brand image and brand loyalty statistically. Hence, hypothesis 6 was not supported. However, the results showed a significant mediating effect of brand trust on the link between brand personality and brand loyalty, supporting hypothesis 7.
DISCUSSION
This research was conducted to assess the effects of brand image, brand personality, and brand trust, on brand loyalty. In addition, the mediating effects of brand trust on the relationship between brand image, brand personality, and brand loyalty among Malaysian customers towards local automobile brands examined.
THE DIRECT EFFECTS OF BRAND IMAGE ON BRAND LOYALTY
As illustrated in Table 4 earlier, the relationship between brand image and brand loyalty was positively significant, supporting the first hypothesis. The results are consistent with previous studies which found that brand image was a good predictor and played a very significant role in brand loyalty (Andreani et al. 2012; Hyun & Wansoo 2011) . This finding seems to suggest that when customers perceive that the automobile brand has a good brand image, they will be loyal to that brand. The finding is consistent with the premise that customers purchase not only goods but also the image relations that come with the product or brand (Ulusu 2011) . A strong image of brands is important to customers because the brand image distinguishes the brand from their competitors. Based on the finding, it can be said that Malaysian customers have a clear image of local automobile brands, and they are loyal to their country's brands i.e., Proton and Perodua. The most plausible reason for the high level of significant relationship of brand image is because Malaysian consumers are familiar and have more awareness of the local brands. Ing et al. (2012) noted that automobile brands are a high involvement product. Therefore, when customers make purchases they tend to engage in external searches. They become more aware of the source channel and are more sensitive to the information on brands (Wel, Alam & Nor 2011) .
THE DIRECT EFFECTS OF BRAND PERSONALITY ON BRAND LOYALTY
Unexpectedly, no significant relationship between brand personality and brand loyalty of local automobile brands in Malaysia was observed. The result is consistent with the previous study (Liu et al. 2012; Ong, Salleh & Yusoff 2015) . One possible reason for the non-significant influence of brand personality on brand loyalty is that Malaysian customers may identify the international brand as their personality in front of friends, relatives, families, and other people. The current result is inconsistent with a Malaysian study by Balakrishnan, Saufi and Amran (2008) , who investigated the key concepts of the brand personality dimensions (Excitement, Sincerity, Sophistication, Competence, Ruggedness, and Peacefulness) and consumer brand preference towards a corporate brand for both local and imported automobile brands. They showed that there were differences in consumers' perception of brand personality attributes between local and Asian car brands. The brand personality dimensions, i.e., excitement, ruggedness, and competence were crucial for imported brands, such as Nissan, Toyota, Honda, and Kia. Based on the result, it could be that the effects of brand personality are more significant on foreign brands than local brands. Nezakati et al. (2011) The relationship between brand image and brand trust was found to be not significant. The result is consistent with prior studies that reported similar findings in the context of banking (Flavian, Guinaliu & Torres 2005) . In the context of automobile products, the present finding appears to be consistent with Hin et al. (2013) . They conducted their study among international students in Malaysia. The students were asked to rank the quality of local automobile brands, i.e., Proton and Perodua in comparison to other foreign brands. The students ranked Malaysian-made brands poorly in terms of quality, whereas foreign automobile brands made in developed countries were highly ranked. Preferability of local brands was also low compared to other foreign automobile brands. The present finding seems to support Hin et al.'s (2013) study in that the image of the local automobile brand is poorly trusted by consumers. Hin et al. (2013) suggested that local automobile companies in Malaysia have to re-strategize and rethink the marketing image efforts of their brands.
THE DIRECT EFFECTS OF BRAND PERSONALITY ON BRAND TRUST
The relationship between brand personality and brand trust was found to be positive and significant among Malaysian customers towards local automobile brands, as expected. This finding is consistent with a previous research that reported similar results (Bouhlel et al. 2011; Sung & Kim 2010) , they found that competence, ruggedness, and sincerity of brand personality dimensions were more likely to increase the level of brand trust. The present finding showed that all the dimensions of the local automobile brand personality factor had a significant and positive relationship with brand trust. Therefore, in the case of local automobile brands in Malaysia, customers are likely to buy local automobile brands based on their trust and the perception of their personality towards the local brand.
THE DIRECT EFFECTS OF BRAND TRUST ON BRAND LOYALTY
The present study found a positive and significant link between brand trust and brand loyalty. The finding is, therefore, consistent with previous works by Hanzaee and Andervazh (2012); Wel et al. (2011) . The results of the current study suggests that when consumers trust their automobile brand (i.e., Perodua or Proton), they are likely to develop loyalty towards the brand. Strong brand trust reduces the potential risks with consumers (Xia & Lin 2010) . Malaysian customers seem to trust the local automobile brands because they perceive that the brand has met their needs and expectations. Brand trust is the dominant construct for a long-run relationship. Therefore, when customers trust preferred brands, long-term loyalty may ensue. As brand trust is a dominant factor that drives brand loyalty towards local automobile brands, it is imperative that managers implement and continuously revisit their strategies to compete in the automobile industry, particularly in capturing customers' trust.
MEDIATION OF BRAND TRUST (BT) IN BRAND IMAGE (BP) AND BRAND LOYALTY (BL)
Hypothesis H 6 states that brand trust (BT) mediates the relationship between brand image (BI) and brand loyalty (BL). Contrary to expectation, no mediation of brand trust was found in the link between brand image and brand loyalty. This result is not surprising because brand image was found to be an insignificant factor of brand trust, therefore, constraining customers from exhibiting loyalty towards the local automobile brands. The failure of brand trust to mediate the relationship between brand image and brand loyalty might be because local automobile companies have failed to build customers' trust towards their brands. As customers feel that the local brands do not create enough value for them to trust the brand, they are likely to be indifferent towards it. As a result, loyalty towards the brand is not developed.
MEDIATION OF BRAND TRUST (BT) IN BRAND PERSONALITY (BP) AND BRAND LOYALTY (BL)
Hypothesis H 7 states that brand trust (BT) mediates the relationship between brand personality (BP) and brand loyalty (BL). As expected, brand trust was found a fully mediation on the relationship between brand personality and brand loyalty. The present study extends previous researches (Huber, Herrmann & Braunstein 2015; Louis & Lombart 2010) , by demonstrating that brand trust plays a mediating role in influencing the impact of the relationship between brand personality and brand loyalty. In other words, brand trust is a mechanism that transfers the effects of brand personality on brand loyalty. Thus, this finding is to emphasize that there is a synergistic effect of brand personality and brand trust on brand loyalty towards local automobile brands.
CONCLUSION
The purpose of the current research was to examine the variables affecting brand loyalty in the Malaysian local automobile brands. The rationale behind this study was to understand the mechanisms that explain the development of brand loyalty toward local brands. Brand loyalty is vital for the local automobile industry to ensure that customers remember its brands/products and will not go to other competing foreign brands. The results of this study indicated that brand image plays a direct and significant role in influencing customers' loyalty to the local brand. The study found the importance of brand trust in helping us understand how Malaysian customers develop loyalty towards local automobile brands (Morgan & Hunt 1994) . Overall, the findings suggest that customers will be loyal when the automobile brand companies offer a good image and quality, satisfy their customers' needs, and let the customers trust their brands.
CONTRIBUTION AND IMPLICATIONS
This study has contributed in extending the brand image, brand personality, brand trust, and brand loyalty framework in the automobile context. The contribution pertains to the mediation effects of brand trust. The current research has done more than merely validating the positive effects of brand image on brand loyalty. This study demonstrates that the development of brand trust, brand image, and brand personality can increase the level of brand loyalty towards local automobile brands. In summation, this study has shown a mediating mechanism for a better understanding of the relationship dynamics that exist between brand personality and brand loyalty. Practically, the results have a number of practical implications for branding management in the context of Malaysian local automobile brands. This study makes a contribution to the literature on automobile marketing and will be of significance to automobile manufacturers, automobile dealers, consumers, and governments in developing countries, such as Malaysia, as a market expansion strategy. The current study has revealed the importance of brand trust in significantly motivating customers to have brand loyalty. Having products that appeal to the customers is likely to help local car manufacturers meet that objective. In addition, local companies should create a sense of brand trust among customers by showing a genuine concern for them. This can be done by listening to their concerns when it comes to the products. It is important that the needs of the customers are met and fulfilled as need fulfilment is likely to have an effect on their purchasing behaviour in the future.
LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
The present research has a number of limitations that should be considered when interpreting the finding. The first limitation pertains to generalizability. Since this research was restricted to local automobile brands, the findings might not be generalizable to other brands or product categories. Furthermore, this study is limited to the northern states of Peninsular Malaysia, namely Kedah, Perlis, and Penang. It is important for future studies to collect data from different parts of Malaysia, such as the southern and eastern states, to expand the generalizability of the findings. Malaysia is a country with a diversified culture. In addition, future research may wish to consider other factors, such as price, brand quality, brand value, brand prestige, brand heritage, and advertisement as direct antecedents of brand loyalty to develop a more holistic model. However, the development of the model should not be done at the expense of parsimony to ensure the robustness of the model. This research focused on composite loyalty; further empirical research should be conducted by examining attitudinal loyalty (Bennett & Rundle-Thiele 2002) and behavioural loyalty separately (Tong & Hawley 2009 ).
